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Teaching and learning languages through a focus on speaking and classroom talk is for many 
what Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) is meant to imply. Learners are often 
encouraged from the first day of a course to talk to one another, and for many teachers, a noisy 
classroom presupposes evidence of learning. However, the duality of communication involves 
silence as well as talk. What this silence might mean for language learners, and in what ways it 
might be employed as a tool for learning, is explored in depth in: Understanding silence and 
reticence: Ways of participating in second language acquisition, the book under review. The 
research presented in this collection is the result of insightful dialogic inquiry into six culturally 
divergent scenarios in the form of case studies. These studies highlight the author’s interpretative 
data analysis of the participants’ voices to build a narrative which draws out a number of 
unexpected findings, and challenges a conventional view of silence in the ELT classroom. 
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Background and Review 
The currency used to value a learner’s contribution in the context of classroom 
engagement, and the learning environment in Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages 
(TESOL) has in general, for as long as I can recall, been unanimously agreed to be based on: 
Talk. From my own initial training course in CLT, (ca. 1990) it was quite clear that silence was 
not precisely a welcome visitor to the classroom. Silence was simply not what was expected if 
the objective was to learn and teach through a focus and insistence on speaking, often from day 
one.  
Over the ensuing two and a half decades, a number of important shifts in focus within 
TESOL have occurred. One crucial shift in particular has seen the focus move from teacher to 
learner, and within this move constructs, such as affect (Dewaele, 2012), agency (Mercer, 2012), 
autonomy (Ushioda, 1996), motivation (Dörnyei, 2001) and a willingness to speak (Macintyre, 
2007), have gained importance as scholars attempt to determine factors which may have an 
impact on success in language learning (and teaching). As the spheres of influence continue to 
widen in concert with the expansion of TESOL throughout the world, a growing number of 
phenomena have come to the attention of researchers in the field, which for any number of 
reasons, had not previously received the attention they now clearly are recognised to warrant. 
Significantly, these often turn out to be of immense importance and interest. Two quite recent 
examples of these are Directional Motivation Currents (Dörnyei, Henry & Muir, 2016), and how 
these can bolster long-term motivation in successful language learning, and the post-theory 
construct of understanding Second Language Acquisition (SLA) through Complex Dynamic 
Systems (Larsen-Freeman, 1997; 2012). 
Understanding silence and reticence: ways of participating in second language 
acquisition, brings the concept of silence into sharp focus within the context of  
classroom-based language learning and teaching, and makes a strong case that it is yet another of 
the ‘elephants in the room begging to be noticed’, and undeniably relevant to teaching and 
learning languages (Maley, 2015). Silence is here. It is in our classrooms, and it is demanding to 
be better understood. While research into learner silence in the language classroom has seen an 
increase over the past decade, one could still argue that it has yet to be examined with the 
enthusiasm, insight and diligence as, for instance, the two examples mentioned earlier.   
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This collection of current research, brings silence, and its potential to impact on language 
learning and teaching, into the wider consciousness of English language teaching (ELT) 
practitioners and researchers, and is of considerable importance to a rather recent but lively 
discussion within Applied Linguistics (See Bao, 2013a; King, 2013; Harumi, 2010; Nakane, 
2007). The research presented here spans six distinct cultural backgrounds, and is in equal parts 
complex and compelling; critically engaging the reader by way of an in-depth and wide-ranging 
discussion regarding silence as a useful, and often misunderstood pedagogical tool. The research 
projects are presented as a series of interrelated, but individually conducted empirical studies on 
the roles silence can play in the learning and acquisition of an additional, or second language. 
The author is uniquely positioned to provide an insightful and knowledgeable portrait of silence 
in ELT, having been involved in related research and academic publications for many years. Bao 
is a Vietnamese national, and resident scholar at Monash University in Melbourne, Australia, 
where he lectures in the Faculty of Education. In this capacity, he works closely with 
international students in Australia, in addition to a number of universities throughout Asia, 
Europe and the USA, in areas of research, teaching and training. 
Owing to its originality and relevance, this book will be of interest to a wide range of 
TESOL professionals, including teachers, university lecturers and post-graduate students. The 
book has three main sections and is divided into eight stand-alone, but closely linked chapters. 
These are followed by a reference page, and a subject index of key terms. One of the strengths of 
this book is the extensive use it makes of scholarly resources from “beyond the inner circle of 
English” (p. 5). This adds significant value to the work, and consequently, the reference pages 
represent an extremely useful tool for future research into silence and SLA. Its principle strength, 
however, is the way in which Bao utilises the participants’ voices, and his insightful 
interpretative data analysis, to build a powerful narrative that reaches beyond one single 
sociocultural view of silence in the language learning context. This narrative rather successfully 
draws together a diverse chorus of voices, across a backdrop of culturally divergent educational 
and social realities, to suggest a number of potentially far reaching conclusions. 
The introductory chapter, ‘Repositioning Silence’, represents the first section of the book, 
and accommodates the reader into the world of silence in English language teaching (ELT) and 
learning, aligning the key concepts to be discussed within the wider field of SLA and ELT 
Pedagogy. At the onset, the reader is first confronted with a reversed, and seemingly upside-
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down world, where silence, rather than talk, is the norm for classroom learning and participation. 
It is through this initial mental construct that we are deftly repositioned to take a fresh look at the 
dichotomy of silence and talk. This invitation to reflect on what we may often fail to fully 
understand threads its way throughout the book, as the studies are introduced and discussed, with 
a variety of findings revealing what to many may amount to the discovery of a previously 
invisible world. While this initial chapter is not long (26 pages), it combines and communicates 
the author’s focus, rationale, and research perspective with clarity, and in addition, serves as an 
initial literature review, identifying and introducing key areas of the relevant discourse, central to 
the research presented in the remainder of the book. 
The second section of the book is represented by chapters two through seven. These 
present the six distinct research projects, their backgrounds, research focus and methodology, 
supporting qualitative evidence, interpretative findings and conclusions.   
  These six empirical studies all aim to uncover the different ways in which people 
employ silence in a language learning context, and discover ways that the silent mind may be 
involved, either directly or indirectly, in language development and acquisition. These aims, as 
well as determining whether those involved in the research viewed silence as a temporary 
support, or a more enduring learning tool, are pursued primarily through semi-structured 
interviews, questionnaires and careful data analysis. The focus of the research is to not only raise 
awareness of the variety of ways silence can impact on language acquisition, but also the 
author’s “aspiration to develop silent engagement pedagogy based on empirical research data” 
(p. 4). While five of the six studies focus on nationalities representative of an Asian country, it is 
explicitly stated that this book is not intended to be simply about Asia (p. 5). Nor does it claim to 
represent a position in favour of, or in defiance of silence; it rather seeks, through unbiased 
evaluation and critique, to position silence among potential tools for productive classroom 
pedagogy (p. 4). The following countries and cultural backgrounds are represented in the studies 
found in chapters two to seven: (2) the Australian learner perspective on silence (3) the Chinese 
learner perspective, (4) the Japanese learner perspective, (5) the Korean learner perspective, (6) 
the Philippine teacher’s use of silence, and (7) the Vietnamese learner perspective on silence. 
Independent of the collective interviewed, or where the research takes place, the learner, or 
participant’s voice, is the primary focus. As Bao explains, this research is founded on the 
principle that silence is a valid form of communication and a tool for learning, and is driven by 
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“the dialogic inquiry tradition…(of) investigating silence through the diversity of communities, 
viewpoints and contexts” (p. 7). However, despite the intention of the book not being focused on 
Asia in particular, the demystification of some of the enduring stereotypes prevalent in the 
literature in regard to how Asians, in particular, engage with silence, is a reoccurring theme 
which appears and is discussed throughout the book. The point is made, in general though, that if 
those in the position of teaching are to be most effective in aiding learners on their journey 
towards language acquisition, developing a clearer understanding of the differences in the ways a 
learner chooses to use silence is paramount, if it is to be appropriately utilised as an effective tool 
for classroom pedagogy. 
The chapters of the book maintain a familiar, homogeneous feel, despite the subtle 
diversity reflected by the cultural context, the construct of the study itself, or the findings derived 
from the data analysis in each chapter. The studies are foregrounded with a brief overview of the 
relevant literature, the sociocultural context of the study and its participants. The focus and aims 
of the research and methodology are meticulously provided, as is information regarding the 
instruments and data analysis used to conduct the research. This is followed in each case by a 
wide-ranging discussion (each determined by the voices of the participants, and the author’s 
interpretation of these). A conclusion rounds off each chapter in which the implications for 
pedagogy, the teacher’s role, and the impact the findings may have on language acquisition are 
explored.  
The first study presented of the six (chapter two), concerns an Australian perspective on 
silence, which was formulated through interviews with Australian students who reported on their 
experiences with, and feelings towards silence in foreign language learning contexts, based on 
their experience as learners. There are a number of somewhat unexpected findings which are 
discussed against the backdrop of what much of the current literature assumes are typically East 
Asian tendencies or traits. This is an interesting look into an Anglo-Australian (which might be 
interpreted broadly as “Western”) attitude and evaluation of silence, and its use or value as a 
language learning tool. It is of relevance that the Australian learner attitude towards silence 
within the language learning context reported here, appears to have much in common with what 
is described in later chapters in regard to Asian learners’ relationship with silence. 
This contrasts with the expectations one might have of the ‘typically’ gregarious nature of an 
Australian language learner. 
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Chapter three takes its research aims to China where the author surveyed over 100 first 
and second-year students majoring in English at two well-known universities, conducting 
interviews with approximately one tenth of those surveyed. While silence has a long history in 
the traditional cultures of China, and a well-worn place in its modern secondary educational 
system, the findings reported from the research data in this study emerged as related to the need 
for silent processing, (i.e. engaging with complex or controversial topics, the need for time when 
individual perspectives were elicited), rather than a reliance on more traditional indicators for 
silence. In addition, there are other revelations which appear to run contrary to the current 
discourse on “face saving”, with the suggestion that silence can be employed to shield a lesser 
competent classmate from unwanted scrutiny, rather than protection of oneself. It is also 
suggested that silence can be used as an expression of students’ unfavourable evaluation of 
teacher performance, lesson content or the overall quality of teaching. 
The findings, on the whole, while complex and balanced, point towards an evolving 
Chinese position on silence in the language learning classroom and how historical and cultural 
factors are being influenced by globalisation and a more recent experience in foreign or second 
language learning.  
Japan is the focus of chapter four, with its rather well-known tolerance towards, and 
relationship with silence, vividly portrayed in the review of the literature preceding the 
discussion of the outcomes of the study. The participants interviewed as representative of 
Japanese learners of English were all students of higher education who were residing and 
studying in Australia. The principal findings of this case study are reported to fall into one of two 
categories. The first represents an openness connected to flexibility and adaptability when 
confronted with a talkative teaching or learning environment. This may be explained in part by 
an access to a fuller awareness of styles and direct experience available to these students as 
second language learners in Australia. The second tendency was represented by a view of silence 
as a meaningful and practical tool to be used to access and address not only one’s own thoughts 
and needs, but those of the community of learners in the shared classroom context. This will 
come of little surprise to anyone who has had extensive experience teaching groups of Japanese 
learners for any length of time. However, the totality of the insights provided here via access to 
these experienced learner voices, and the nuanced interpretations of a grounded and perceptive 
scholar, make this chapter a must read for anyone interested, or involved in ELT in Japan. 
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Chapter five reports on the Korean perspective on silence. The Korean second language 
learning context is well-researched and the background necessary to understand the significance 
of this study is provided prior to an explanation of the structure and aims of the study. The 
findings here centre on what appears to be a need for a significant redrawing of the Korean 
attitude and views on silence, as the findings suggest an opportunity for “major debate with 
regards to East Asian silence” (p. 108).  The conclusion of this chapter unpacks the author’s 
conceptualisation of and call for such a debate, in the face of what he calls the “inconsistencies in 
the ‘East Asian silence’ discourse” (p. 108), which appear to centre around a misinterpretation of 
Confucianism and its power to explain 21st century attitudes across Asia. This is a rather 
important departure, and may signal a real possibility that this discourse is re-approached from a 
fresh perspective, allowing learner voices to be heard louder within a current, co-constructed 
evaluation of silence in Korean ELT. 
Chapter six departs from the theme of learner perspective, and reports on teachers’ use of 
silence in the Philippines. The focus of the findings centre on how teachers use silence to engage 
in inner-speech for a variety of reasons, and how this can influence both teacher self-
development and learner behaviour. The two are clearly linked, as whatever students and 
teachers do will have an effect on one another.  However, a distinction in how the two utilise 
silence emerges, as teachers showed less need for the use of silence to connect to others, and it 
did not normally signal a lack of confidence in what they can or cannot do. The point is made 
that teachers might find silence to be more useful when faced with the unexpected during a 
teaching session. It is noted that it was helpful in navigating choices based on quietly reviewing 
the situation, student needs and possible action to take within the boundaries of the classroom 
context and lesson aims, for instance. This is suggested to have implications for teacher 
development and the training of novice practitioners as well. 
Chapter seven reports on the perspectives of Vietnamese learners concerning silence. 
Some of the points of interest which arise are attributed to the apparent level of “intellectual 
maturity” (p. 146) of those interviewed, all of whom had experienced higher education in both 
Vietnam and abroad. This maturity and experience allowed for a deeper reflection and critical 
approach to the interviews and discussion on silence. Some of the key findings were again 
reportedly unexpected, and previously scarce in the literature on silence in a Vietnamese 
language learning context. There is a brief but informative discussion of these in the conclusion, 
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which span the “connection between silence and speech quality, the social, dynamic nature of 
silence, and the responsibility towards silence” (p. 148). This chapter builds on previous work, as 
the author has obvious ties to, and interest in this particular teaching and learning context (Bao, 
2013b). As with the preceding chapters, this study would be recommended reading for anyone 
involved in ELT in Vietnam, particularly, with university-age learners.  
The final chapter, ‘Implications of Silence for SLA and Pedagogy’, embodies the final 
and third section of the book, and offers a comparative analysis of the six empirical studies on 
the perspectives of silence as voiced by the different cultural groups, discussing the different 
roles silence may take in a language learning classroom environment (p. 149). Bao critically 
engages with some of the key areas emergent from across the studies as we are asked to 
reconsider the prevailing, culturally-bound views on silence (from an East Asian and Western-
Anglo perspective), and in particular, the prevailing focus on a traditional “Confucianist” set of 
values to explain and group together traits in Asian learners. Silence as a learning tool is linked 
as a complement to a number of SLA constructs and this is the focus of the following part of this 
section.  Following this, Silent Engagement Pedagogy (SEP), a framework for learning, which 
makes explicit use of silence, is introduced. This model might be expressed as a physical 
extension of one of the principle objectives Bao sets out earlier in the book.  One of the stated 
aims of this research (see p. 4) is to develop a practical pedagogical model which incorporates 
“silence literacy” explicitly into what is referred to as “the construction of a reflective learning 
experience” (p. 175). A sample lesson is provided to illustrate the proposed SEP framework, and 
how it might be unpacked into an engaging classroom based, task-oriented activity. An 
evaluation of its success in real teaching and learning terms is also provided in a summary of 
four culturally diverse contexts, with teachers reporting on their experiences using the model 
lesson with their classes. The book closes with three brief sections which discuss what 
implications this research may hold for learner and teacher development programmes, how 
silence might be viewed as a “political struggle” and finally, considerations for future research. 
 As stated at the onset of this review, I found this book to be profoundly informative and 
thought provoking. One of the limitations of interpretive case studies with small numbers of 
participants is making generalisations of the findings to a larger population of a similar 
background. This is clearly acknowledged by Bao. It is, at the same time, however, worth 
considering that the strength of this book may lie in its synthesis of the findings reported across 
129 CELE JOURNAL No. 26
CELE JOURNAL Vol. 26  130 
the six distinctly diverse, culturally defined studies which, taken together, begin to expose 
current trends and challenge conventional beliefs. The rigorous examination of the background 
against which these studies take place, combined with the sound evaluation and poignant insight 
of the author, make this book highly interesting and useful for practicing teachers, researchers, 
and students interested in developing a deeper understanding of ways in which silence operates 
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